2O4                              LORD   GARSON
justify putting the prisoner " on his peril " they return a
" true bill " ; if by a chance, which sometimes occurs, the
jury think otherwise., they return " no true bill," and the
prosecution, except in very exceptional cases, is wiped out
for ever. Now it so happened that a very distinguished
French journalist, who had lived for years in England and
who talked better English than the Englishmen, was mis-
takenly summoned to attend the grand jury at the Old
Bailey : out of courtesy, he went down to the Old Bailey to
excuse himself as a French citizen, but, when he found the
Wilde case was one of those which he was summoned to
consider, he decided to remain : indeed, so superior was his
mien that he was asked to preside. The grand jury listened
to the evidence and returned a " true bill," but in the course
of the testimony a far more illustrious name than Wilde's
was mentioned : it was mentioned in its true context in
the subsequent trials ; the proceedings before the grand
jury are private, and no British newspaper referred to
it, but the Continental Press was made fully aware
of the occurrence, and the news soon began to flow back
to England. The mention of this name turned out to be
another and critical misfortune to the unlucky Wilde.
The Erinues were now in full cry. Had this name not been
mentioned, as will later appear, Wilde might still have
escaped a sentence of imprisonment altogether.
The case was heard on the 2nd April in the original Old
Bailey, that terrible old Court of Tragedies. Judges and
counsel had for generations denounced its sordid aspect
inside and outside, together with its miserable proportions,
and continued to do so till it was pulled down at the begin-
ning of this century and succeeded by the present fine
edifice : everyone who entered the place was influenced
by a sense of tragedy and gloom, and even by a feeling of
imprisonment. For the Court was tiny ; its air was foetid j
the roomiest place was the dock itself, where thirty prisoners
could be seated. And now it was crowded with fashionable
people. There was not a seat or corner to be had. Some-
body made a jest about " The Importance of Being
Early," and there was a laugh. When the Court was already